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Every change of century is an invitation to take stock of 
events, and with the necessary and invaluable support of 
historical distance we can go on to temper the emphasis 
that the dazzling immediacy of the moment exaggerated 
out of proportion, recovering things forgotten, now firmly 
laid down by the persistent sediment accumulated over 
time, trying, in short, to make the past comprehensible 
in a balanced way, the only true path to clearing away the 
mists of the present, only of the present, already wary of 
the uncertainty of the future. 
But in the midst of this process we also question and 
deny previous models, out of exhaustion, opening up a 
period of plural and disperse experimentation, trying 
out paths, often turning back again, going deeper down 
promising detours, which seem to be firmer underfoot 
and clearer, and staking our hypothesis. That is to say, at 
the end of each cycle a certain disciplinary eclecticism 
returns and establishes itself in the absence of rules or 
single dogmas, simultaneously assuming, without any 
apparent contradiction, both the richness of diversity and 
the futile opportunism of this vast quantity. 
Since that is how it has to be, that is also how it is now, 
in this transition of century and millennium, accentuated 
moreover by the perplexity resulting from the speed and 
diversity of changes which have occurred in almost all 
areas of social activity: science, technology, economics, 
culture. The speed with which evolution bursts forth, 
challenging and progressively compressing temporal 
magnitude, which transmutes our capacity for assimila-
tion into a capacity for astonishment, forcing us not only 
to ask ourselves about the new aptitudes of designers or 
the reflective and instrumental parameters in which they 
operate, but also, very possibly, to change the situation of 
the observatory itself, modify points of view and method-
ology, accommodating them in this reality which we intui-
tively feel to be qualitatively different. 
Therefore, two different periods seem to be juxtaposed; 
two rhythms of analysis, apparently contradictory: one 
is reflective, slowing time down and inviting us to read 
as history the objective indifference which is provided 
by distance, and another, which applies its pressure 
from the firm evidence of the physical presence of what 
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In the context that interest us, one of the most exciting challenges looming at the beginning of 
the 21st century has to be the thinking and construction of plausible hypotheses which clarify the 
present situation of design and hold promises for the immediate future. Together with this decided, 
attentive and scrutinising view, ever forward-looking, which takes its meaning from the enormous, 
heterogeneous production of formal proposals, the retrospective view, the permanent readings of 
history, clarifies and measures, relates and separates, introduces criteria of legibility in what is 
produced at the same time as proposing tried and tested models of intervention.
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is produced, imposing in its permanent mutability the 
immediacy of its recognition, making its imminence 
the premise for its starting point and added value in an 
extraordinary proliferation of forms, not infrequently 
indiscriminate. This heterogeneity of models and pro-
posals supposes a kaleidoscopic view of the term design, 
and has reached such a degree of semantic polysemy 
that it could end up, is ending up, by blurring the limits of 
the discipline itself. 
In that sense, it is commonly accepted that today it is not 
possible to talk about design without designs, its plural 
form taking in the plurality of positions from which it is 
planned. Faced with this apparent democratisation of the 
term, implacably open and therefore dangerously ques-
tionable, it should however be asked, whether it is a con-
sequence of the progressive complexity of the physical 
and symbolic environment in which it operates, in which 
case it maintains the original cause-effect relationship 
between design and developing society, or if on the other 
hand, it obeys a set of reasons which are less structured 
but which are more closely linked to weightless expres-
sive aspects. 
It would seem opportune then, and as we said at the 
beginning, to seek the support of historic distance as an 
instrument which contextualises and clarifies the present, 
which frames the latest statements, pressured in time 
but broadly recognizable and recognized, contrasting new 
proposals with the broad repertoire of those which are 
tried and tested. History allows us to identify parallels, to 
establish links and to document coincidences, initiating 
the creation of sense, throwing together fragments which 
finally end up building a coherent body or discipline.
Origin. Deﬁnition
Previously, there would have been two aspects which, 
although already known, are worth remembering. 
Firstly, we should not forget that design, in its origins, is 
linked to, or more precisely originates from the context 
of profound transformations which accompanied the 
picture of the new industrial society. Its appearance was 
motivated by the need to adapt the new machine object, 
using criteria of order and legibility, to a progressively 
complex society, both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
Order in this sense means intervening with criteria of 
reasoning in the function and the form of the industrial 
object, adapting it, while generating (in its origins) new 
aesthetic codes of perception. The aim of this intermedi-
ary character of design disciplines, which fall between 
the physical environment and the user, or more broadly, 
between the physical environment and the individual is, 
in the words of A. Moles, to make the world of significant 
forms more legible, physically and symbolically, handing 
over to the individual their own life project. 
So for example, the primary task of the graphic designer 
is the creation of a symbolic world which speeds up and 
removes opacity from the complex framework of visual 
urban communication. In this respect, the manuals 
which summarise the corporate image of a company or 
an institution represent a clear example of this, in that 
they are conceived as integral, coherent, graphic sys-
tems which identify and make legible a generally com-
plex personality.
On the other hand, and at the risk of appearing 
repetitive, we should also bear in mind that what we 
call design, in the modern sense of the word as we use 
and understand it today, is a discipline with its own 
conceptual and technical set of instruments which 
characterise it from other disciplines and has a precise 
methodology which identifies, defines and arranges 
design p46ortance, establishing clear stages for resolv-
ing them. Whether or not there is a product at the end 
of these sentences is secondary here, because what 
defines the design process is its anticipatory nature, the 
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process which guides it and not the possible resulting 
object. It is not necessary, therefore to resort to meton-
ymy and substitute the effect for the cause. 
Yesterday. Today
In both aspects, the individual emerges as the final recipi-
ent of all design actions and this, verifiable in different 
moments of history, would be especially evident in the 
rationalism of the inter-war period which, in pursuit of the 
ideal of perfection contained in the principles of Illustration, 
placed man at the centre of the Universe. 
From that time, and beyond experimentation and utopian 
claims, at least three relevant principles are still perti-
nent today and should be highlighted: the first is the claim 
to truth as an element for legitimating design actions. 
The second is the social and universalistic content of that 
movement, which took on the disciplines of design as 
instruments of collaboration in the improvement of indi-
vidual quality of life. Finally, the third is the globalising, 
integral sense of the modern project - globalising in that 
it is an extensive proposal of all state-
ments of design, art and architecture, 
with the task of merging art and life, 
aesthetics and ethics. But above all, it 
is integral in the sense that the project 
was understood as a coherent and 
articulated whole, a gestalt, verifiable 
in the integrating dialogue between its 
different components. 
Both the sense of rationalism, of 
contention, understood today not as 
renouncement or deprivation but as a 
criteria of selective quality in a society 
of limits, and the social dimension 
of design, understood today not with 
the redeeming, ingenuous ideologi-
cal weight of the avant-gardes, but 
as an enriching cultural mix and even as a condition for 
collective survival, along with the progressive need to 
articulate responses systematically are, as can be seen 
here, three principles which may be applied to reality. At 
the same time, these and other historical references con-
stitute unavoidable value parameters for design actions, 
elements of contrast which verify and measure the true 
scope of what is produced. However, brief comparisons 
may be made, distant in time and space, which in spite of 
being simple examples, serve as a reference for the above. 
The lamp design by Loos for the Museum café (1899) 
asserts, in an anticipatory manner, the rationalism which 
immediately followed, and its austere formal expres-
sion is a consequence of its conceptual radicalism: the 
six electrical cables which hang from the ceiling are 
separated by a hoop, to which they are fixed by means 
of knots made out of the cables themselves. The light-
bulbs screw into the corresponding slots, which remain 
on view, exhibiting in their helpless nakedness the logic 
which determines the object. 
The brutal immediacy with which it is 
perceived produces a strange kind of 
tension, very close to the bewilder-
ment caused by the sudden unveiling 
of some truth or other. The intensity 
of this object, without attributes, 
lies in what is absent, omitted, thus 
expressing Loos’ rejection of the 
unnecessary or superfluous. 
The lamp designed a century later 
by Rody Graumans of the Droog 
Design group, named 85 lamps 
(1993) offers conceptual similari-
ties to Loos’ lamp, in that it refuses 
to introduce any element apart from 
those which are essential to the act 85 lamps, Rody Graumans, 1993.
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of lighting but, above all, because the large number of 
lightbulbs (eighty-five 15 watt bulbs) reminds us of the 
“repetition of precariousness” with which Loos defined 
and defended the properties of the glass mirror. In this 
lamp, moreover, the connection terminals of the multiple 
cables substitute the ornament traditionally used to hide 
them, thereby laying claim to their expressive capacity. 
However, what for Loos were tight budgetary restraints 
became aesthetic economy for Rody Graumans, and the 
logical separation of the points of light in the first, with 
the aim of extensively optimizing the surface to be lit, is 
absent in the second. The referential function is trans-
muted into a poetic function, finally subverting the theory 
of austerity from the outset. 
Similar to the field of objects, the spaces and messages 
produced today, to concentrate on the traditional triad of 
design disciplines, are continually open to illuminating 
comparisons to previous references, focussing on their 
roots and at the same time on their limits, thereby cap-
turing the true scope of the supposed innovation. 
The virginal white of modern spaces; the geometry and 
numbers as generators of order and harmony; the indif-
ferent merging of the equipment and its surroundings; 
the predomination of the mental shape on the retina 
and finally the aesthetic of absence which presides 
over some of the best rationalist works of the inter-war 
period is present in new productions which today - under 
the term Minimalism “reduce the means of expression to 
a minimum” – are brand images of a cultured and exqui-
site modernity which presents itself as an heir. 
But the immense, uninterrupted glass panels which 
John Pawson used for Calvin Klein’s New York store 
(1995) or the single marble slab used for the worktop of 
his kitchen in London (1995) – an element 10cm thick and 
more than 4m wide – both of which required the use of a 
crane and the street to be closed off during their instal-
lation, with their budgetary consequences, refer once 
again to a different reality in which less is more becomes 
less is excessive. 
Here again, even taking the purist language of the inter-
war period as a starting point, the functions of the sec-
ond example diverge, contravening the apparent auster-
ity of the original plan, and faced with the determination 
to provide maximum features with the minimum of effort 
(not just economic) making spaces and forms versatile, 
now effort is maximised (mainly economic) in order to 
minimise space and forms. 
Another example, taken from the field of graphics to 
complete the triad of design disciplines, illustrates the 
imminence of history in all present day production, even 
when, paradoxically, it is seen or presented not just in 
betterment but also in clear opposition to it – the clear 
alternative. 
Simultaneity and Lyrical Chemisms, Marinetti, 1915.
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As is well-known, the futurist idea established mechani-
cal dynamism as a paradigm of modernity, the dizzy 
speed and the transitory as abysmal experiences which 
would have to fit not only into a set of aesthetic ideas but 
also a way of life, a new profile of the individual. In terms 
of graphics, the traditional graphic expression of text 
was bypassed in order to raise it to a connotative, plastic 
dimension as images. 
Marinetti, in his work Words in Freedom provides evi-
dence of this. In one of his many compositions, Simul-
taneity and Lyrical Chemisms from 1915, the composi-
tion is more interesting for its visual sound than for the 
transmission of meaning, and its organization which is 
accidental in appearance, breaks with traditional compo-
sition and using the language of collage relates it to the 
artistic productions of the time. The form is emancipat-
ing, superimposing itself on the function. The descriptive 
or referential gives over to the expressive and aesthetic. 
Similarly, the experiences of the constructivist 
Kruchenykh make the uniformity and linear repetition 
of the traditional book composition tenser by modifying 
or altering the page order while omitting or introducing 
contents in different copies of the same book. Fragments 
of text are gobbled up by new literary constructions, the 
images of the narrative are emancipated and the letter 
shapes are changed within the same work. Kruchenykh 
challenged the principles of Gutenberg to propose a 
deconstruction of the work through the dislocation of 
significant elements. However, these experiences never 
called into question the greater concept of the book as a 
transmitter of knowledge. 
If this occurred at the beginning of the last century, 
towards the end the idea of architectural deconstructiv-
ism was presented – “decomposition of the elements in 
their component parts”. In the same way as Postmod-
ernism, this emerged from literary and philosophical 
sources, and gained official recognition in the exhibition 
entitled Deconstructive Architecture which took place 
in the MoMA in New York in 1988. The introduction of 
oblique dynamism compared to the angular, rotating 
geometries, the provisional effect and the decomposition 
of unitary form into fragments are, among other things, 
the starting points. 
In deconstructivist proposals, the displacement of the 
individual as the final destination of architecture, and 
the introduction of geometry as a superior reference 
motivates, at the same time, a displacement of the 
functional aspects of space in favour of a self-referen-
tial syntax, in which the resulting twists, collisions and 
fragment or splinters form metaphors for the failure 
of an ideal rationalist geometry. Given that the term 
itself denotes the close relationship between the archi-
tectural and constructivist works of the twenties, it 
seems less literal and more interesting to transfer and 
David Carson, 1991.
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verify these principles in the field of graphic design. In 
fact, today’s computerised graphic language exemplifies 
deconstructivist principles to perfection, with its own 
rules of the game (cut and paste, construct and decon-
struct, obtaining immediate responses and infinite varia-
tions). The productions of groups such as Büro Destruct 
or well-known authors such as David Carson provide 
eloquent examples. 
In Carson’s 1991 composition, the juxtaposition of let-
ters of different sizes, shapes and colours emphasises 
the visual texture of the typography making the content 
practically illegible. The rotation of the elements and the 
apparently accidental placing of them alters the tradi-
tional order of reading, from a linear action to one of quick 
glances which call more on the senses than the intellect, 
and remind us of those pictorial experiences which in col-
lage were a formidable instrument of transgression from 
traditional conceptions of art. Just like in futuristic com-
positions, legibility takes second place to plasticity, or put 
a different way, the functional is sacrificed in favour of a 
stylistic exercise in compositional syntax. 
Causes. Effects
These examples, selected almost by chance among many 
other possible ones, allow us to recognise the profound 
mark left by history on present day productions. It allows 
us to measure and value, in the correct measure, what 
is innovative about them, often perceived as being vague 
effects rather than concrete causes but which, above all, 
provide an invitation for reflection. 
However, having said that, we need to move quickly 
to clarify two extremes in order to avoid two possible 
mistakes: on the one hand, we should not necessar-
ily conclude that everything has been said already and 
all that is left is the monotony of repeated experiences, 
now converted into formulae. On the contrary, the argu-
ment is for the need for historical culture, so that errant 
thoughts may be overcome, the chaotic search for the 
last hope of originality which turns the act of designing 
into an empty exercise in self-complacent styling. The 
repetition of formulae, apparently different but essen-
tially the same, lies precisely in the low density of ideas 
that they have generated, indifferent to he reading of his-
tory and in fierce dispute with its legitimacy.
On the other hand, however, the knowledge and use of 
history should not be understood as the acquisition of a 
prosthetic culture or the provision of justifiable alibis. 
History is a never-ending landscape of experiences, an 
open book which demands, to quote Eco, experienced 
readers who will constantly question it. 
Moreover, there is another aspect to take into account: if 
the history of design plays down the supposed modernity 
of some of today’s productions, this is also due to the fact 
that if society evolves rapidly, individual change slowly - 
very slowly. Even taking into account the obvious techno-
logical, economic and cultural changes which provide the 
framework and conditions for the evolution and develop-
ment of design, we should not forget that behind every 
object, space or message, in the end, are displayed the 
certainties or doubts of the individual who has thought 
of it, and the permanent struggle between the emo-
tional and the intellectual goes beyond space and time, 
approaching and compressing these magnitudes in order 
to compose an extraordinary mosaic of different profiles 
on invariable, essential questions. Therefore, in terms 
of the clichéd search for originality, which fossilises the 
past to alienate it from the present, the presence of his-
tory in the design process (history being understood as 
an unleashing of the practice of planning) appears as a 
conceptual instrument of the first order, which helps to 
clear away the fog, open up expectations and give deci-
sions a solid base. 
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